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According to the U.S. Census Bureau, in 2001 the number of people who 
identified themselves as Hispanics was 35,305,818 representing 12.5% of the total 
population. Seven years later in 2008, the Census Bureau estimated that the Hispanic 
population was 46,943,613 increasing to 15.4%. In this period of time, the Hispanic 
population grew 34%, while the total U.S. population grew only 8%. Sociologist Marcelo 
Suarez-Orozco (2002) mentions “the U.S. Census Bureau claims that by the year 2050 a 
full quarter of the U.S. population will be of the Latino origin” (p. 2).  
The term Hispanic includes a very heterogeneous group of people who have 
diverse backgrounds. For this reason any research that uses this category as criteria to 
inclusion, its findings should be taken with caution at the moment to make 
generalizations. For example, the results that could be found in a group of recent Mexican 
Hispanics in California might not be applicable to a group of Hispanics that are third 
generation in Florida. In order to avoid generalizations that could mislead perceptions of 
any group, this research does not attempt to make a generalization about all Hispanics or 





The study of Hispanics as a group is based on what Suarez-Orozco (2002) has 
stated that justifies the use of Latinos or Hispanics as a research category. He suggested 
that the use of “racial and ethnic categories have become critical tools in the working of 
the state apparatus” (p. 6). The Federal government and other state agencies keep using 
these categories as tools to design, implement and assess their policies; thus its relevance 
to use them in research.  
Hispanics in Higher Education 
The Hispanic representation in the U.S. education system is larger in the 
elementary, middle, and high school grades than in the post-secondary educational 
institutions. Gandara (2009) reported that Hispanics “make up 48 percent of the public 
schools students in California, about 46 percent in Texas, and about 20 percent in New 
York State” (p. 2). In contrast, the number of Hispanics who graduate from college is 
considerably lower, creating what Gandara calls  “educational crisis” that could have 
detrimental consequences not only at the personal level, but in society as a whole.  
In response, most of the research has focused on the Hispanic high school dropout rate, 
which is one of the highest in the nation. But there has been little attention to those 
Hispanics who graduate from high school, enroll in college, and are unable to finish their 
degrees. Fry (2004), using the National Educational Longitudinal Survey (NELS) 
following a national sample from 1988 to 2000, stated that for the 68% of Hispanics who 
graduated from high school, only 23% attained a bachelor degree in the year 2000. In 
contrast, the percentage of white students who graduated from high school was 83%, and 




between Hispanic and white student increases as they move from high school to 
bachelor’s degree.  
Scholars like Swail (2004) have pointed to differences in high school quality to 
explain the low rate of bachelor attainment for Hispanic students. Swail attributes low 
college graduation rates to a lack of rigorous curricula in high school. According to 
Swail, only 25% of the Hispanics graduates were qualified to attend college. In contrast, 
47% of white students were considered as qualified to attend college. The reduced 
number of Hispanics who are eligible to attend college shrinks the number of them who 
would be able to get their bachelor’s degree.  
Furthermore, although Hispanic students enroll in college, few complete their 
college education. Fry (2004) has attributed this low rate of degree attainment due to the 
kind of institution in which the students enrolled. He states that there is a strong 
correlation between college selectiveness and degree completion. In other words, those 
colleges that are more selective have more students who finish degrees. In line with Fry’s 
research, most Hispanic students are enrolling in less selective institutions, which 
decreases their chances of graduating. Fry (2004) reported that three in five (59%) 
Latinos enroll at an open-door post-secondary institution, whereas only one in three 
(38%) white students do the same.  
One typical path that many Hispanic students follow is to enroll in a community 
college as a first step in higher education. As a result, Hispanics are overrepresented in 
two-year colleges (O’Connor, 2009). 
Debate continues as to whether community college generates support for students 




community colleges or two-year educational institutions are an option for those who are 
unable to attend a four-year educational institution, because community college’s 
academic requirements are less competitive and tuition is more affordable. O’Connor 
(2009) calls this “ the democratic effect” of community colleges, because they “serve 
society in providing higher education opportunities to students who would not attend 
college otherwise” (p. 123). On the other hand, researchers have pointed out that students 
who are bachelor-degree seekers and enroll in community colleges are less likely to attain 
a bachelor’s degree than if they were to enroll in a four-year institution initially 
(Ganderton & Santos, 1995). Ganderton and Santos argue that the low transfer rate from 
a two-year to a four-year educational institution is the main reason that community 
college students are less likely to attain a bachelor’s degree.  
The relevance of transfering from an associate degree to a bachelor degree is 
founded on the expectation of a different social and economic value of the degrees earned 
from these two types of institutions. O’Connor (2009) states, “In today’s labor market, an 
associate degree is as valuable as a high school diploma was a generation ago, and does 
not provide its holder the same level of professional returns that it had in the past” (p. 
122). Along this line, if Hispanics initiate their post-secondary schooling at four-year 
institutions, the likelihood of college graduation may be higher, implying important 
changes in their life standards, including countering and superseding this group’s 








In her research about college choice, Perna (2006) recommends “efforts to 
incorporate measures of cultural and social capital to college enrollment results in a 
model that better explains the decision of students to enroll in both undergraduate and 
post baccalaureate education” (p. 51). Following Perna’s assessment, this research study 
combines cultural capital theory (Bourdieu, 1973) to explore what resources and practices 
are associated with differential college choice; and the achievement goal theory to 
explore how students goals and motives help them out to negotiate their personal goals in 
their social context. 
 
Cultural Capital Theory 
The French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu offers a conceptual framework that can be 
applied to college choice. According to Bourdieu (Sadovnik, 2007), there are three forms 
of capital: economic capital, which refers to financial resources; social capital, which 
refers to the social networking that a person has, and the advantages that this social 
connections give to the holder; and cultural capital, which refers to the possession of 
cultural and symbolic goods. Cultural capital provides the theoretical support for this 
research and supplies the model to explain how college choice is bounded within social 
class structure.  
Bourdieu (1973) states that the distribution of cultural capital is differential 
among classes in a society, making it more accessible to those who are in the higher 
levels of the social hierarchy than those who are in the lower levels. Bourdieu (1973) 




distribution of cultural capital among classes (and sections of class) in that the culture 
which it transmits is closer to the dominant culture” (p. 493).  
The acquisition of cultural capital requires the possession of the skills and 
knowledge to decode and manipulate it, which often are taught in the familial context or 
another context outside of the school (Bourdieu, 1973). This transmission process makes 
that the cultural capital stays in those groups that already have it and makes it difficult for 
those who do not have to access it. Hispanics, who as an ethnic group has one of the 
highest percentage of people (24%) below the line of poverty (US Census Bureau, 2009), 
may find difficult to access the cultural capital that allows them to take fully advantage in 
the educational system, specially post-secondary education. However, deliberated actions 




Regarding the motivational component that was included in this research, the 
use of achievement goals in the study of motivation has become frequent in educational 
research. This theory focuses on how students perceive their task and performance, rather 
than determining whether the students possess or lack motivation. Instead of answering 
the question about if students are motivated, this theory answers which kind of 
motivation is more salient in students. Two achievement goals have received most of the 
research attention: the goal to develop ability, sometimes labeled as task or learning goal, 
and the goal to demonstrate ability or to avoid demonstrating lack of ability, called 




Elliot and McGregor (2001) propose a two by two model where they defined 
mastery and performance goals. Mastery goals are those that are oriented to acquire or 
learn a competence, whereas performance goals are focused on the demonstration of 
competence relative to others. In this model, these two types of goals have two 
orientations, approach or avoidance. Therefore, it is possible to have a mastery approach 
goal and mastery avoidance goal; similarly in the case of the performance, where it is 
possible to have performance approach goal and performance avoidance goal. Individuals 
who are seeking to learn or have mastery in any given competence will have a salient 
mastery approach goal; meanwhile individuals oriented toward being perceived by others 
as competent in a task would have a more salient performance approach goal. On the 
other hand individuals who are more concerned about failing in a determined task, will 
have a more salient mastery avoidance goal, and those who are afraid of being perceived 
as unable to perform a task will have a performance avoidance goal salience.  
 
Problem Statement 
Considering that the type of college that students attend is related to the 
possibility to attain a bachelor’s degree, understanding how Hispanic students make this 
selection is valuable in resolving the low graduation rates. College choice is far from 
being a simple decision; several social and individual circumstances confluence in this 
process. McDonough (1997) mentions, “For high school students who are choosing a 
college, their academic achievement, class background, and the high school’s perspective 
on desirable college destination will shape how they perceive their higher education 





Purpose of the Study 
The purpose of this study was to explore the role of cultural capital and 
achievement goals in college choice within a particular group of Hispanics. The 
independent variable in the study is the type of educational institution that students attend 
in which two conditions are possible. Students are enrolled either at two-year or at a four-
year educational institutions. Cultural capital and achievement goals are the dependent 
variables, and comparisons in those two variables are made between the two types of 
educational institutions.  
For the purpose of this study, cultural capital was defined as “Cultural factors and 
forms of symbolic wealth that help define a person’s class, which are often inherited form 
one’s family and therefore may help to sustain upper- and middle-class status groups” 
(Wells, 2009, p. 104).  
In the case of achievement goals, Schunk (2008) defines them in terms of the 
purpose and reasons that students have to engage in academic tasks. Two types of goals 
are explored in the study, mastery goals that are oriented to learn for the sake of learning. 
They “are focused on the development of competence through task mastery” (Elliot & 
McGregor, 2001, p. 501). And performance goals that are oriented to perform better than 
others. They “are focused on the demonstration of competence relative to others” (Elliot 








1. Is there a difference in the Mastery goals between students attending a two-year 
and a four-year educational institution? 
2. Is there a difference in the Performance goals between students attending a two-
year and a four-year educational institution? 
3. Is there a difference in the measures of Cultural Capital between students 
attending a two-year and a four-year educational institution? 
 
Definition of Terms 
 Hispanic: This terms refers to a link to Hispania or Spain, however, it has been 
used to designate a group of people that has a familiar tie or inheritance from a 
Latin American country. For this research it is used as in the same way as 
Latino/a, which Suarez-Orozco (2002) defines as, “cultural category that has no 
precise racial signification…also lacks the specificity regarding national origin 
that terms such as Irish American and Italian American Convey…Nor does the 
term Latino evoke any particular period in U.S. history. Latinos are among the 
‘oldest’ Americans… and the ‘newest’ ”(p. 4). 
 Two-year educational institution refers to a higher education institution that its 
main degree offer is an associate degree (two-year degree). It is typically called as 
community college or junior college.  
 Four-year educational institution refers to a higher education institution that has 





Significance of the Study 
 Hispanics have a noteworthy role in the new demographic configuration in the 
United States due to their large number and their increasing growth rate. In this context, 
the educational system has been unable to serve this group well resulting in a high 
dropout rate at the high school level and the lowest rate of bachelor’s degree attainment. 
Considering that it is generally assumed that education contributes to people’s 
improvement in their life standards, neglecting educational opportunities makes it more 
difficult to move away from poverty, which is the condition of a considerable number of 
Hispanic students. Furthermore, the consequences of leaving a large group of people with 
lower levels of education could be very detrimental at the economic and social levels. 
The costs of underserved Hispanics might be too high to not become one of the priorities 
for policymakers. 
Attending the need to supply information for those who are concerned with this 
topic and through the use of analysis of empirical data, this study attempts to increase the 
understanding of how the cultural capital and motivation have a relevant role in the 
college choice among Hispanic students. As it has been mentioned, the choice to attend 
one or another type of college is a predictor of the attainment of the bachelor degree. 
Understanding what variables are associated with the process of college choice is the first 
step on the way to increase the number of students who are going to succeed in college.  
Other scholars (Perma, 2000; Wells, 2009) have addressed the role of cultural 




have addressed this role within Hispanics, including achievement goals of those who are 





















LITERATURE REVIEW  
The purpose of this study was to compare cultural capital and motivation between 
students who attend a two-year or a four-year college. The literature relevant to this study 
reviews research regarding Hispanics in the post-secondary education. It proposes an 
explicative model that combines economic resources and cultural capital to approach the 
college choice process. Cultural capital research is discussed in terms of its role in 
college enrollment and college persistence, and the motivational model discussed the 
adaptive role of achievement goals at the college level.  
 
Studies among Hispanics 
Due to its large number and its difficulties in the educational system, the Hispanic 
population has been of interest of scholars. Researchers have discussed how economic 
and informational barriers underlay the access that Hispanics have to postsecondary 
institutions (Gandara, 2009; O’Connor, 2009).  
Gandara (2009) studies the condition of Hispanics in the educational system. In 
the case of post-secondary education, she states that economic barriers are a key 
detriment to the possibilities to enroll in college. Gandara suggests that despite the hard 




means for some Hispanics families. In her words: “Research on who goes to college 
shows without a doubt that money matters a lot.” (p. 242)  
Hispanics choose to attend in a large proportion less selective institutions, which 
at the same time cost less. In addition to the economic barrier that many Hispanic 
students face, research has shown that Hispanics have less information about post-
secondary institutions. They know less about differences between two and four year 
colleges, and different ways to finance college (Gandara, 2009; O’Connor, 2009).  
In her research about a group of Hispanic who succeeded in college, Gandara 
(2009) found that despite their differences, students consistently come from homes in 
which parents were interested in reading and highly appreciate education, although their 
formal education was limited. She states “Many parents scraped together the money to 
buy encyclopedias and other books for their children, even in circumstances where the 
next meal was not a certainty” (Gandara, 2009, p. 208) 
 
Explicative Model 
College choice implies dynamic interactions among economical resources, 
familial constraints, and personal agency –the personal ability to navigate and endure in 
their context. Limiting to a linear interaction is reductive, thus a more complex system of 
causation and effect should be kept in mind.  A research model that integrates the 
interactions of most of these elements would explain better how students choose colleges. 
Perna (2006) proposes a model that integrates personal resources, most of them 
economical, and sociological notions of social and cultural capital. As Perna (2006) 




individual’s college related decision making by providing access to different resources 
and opportunities” (p. 58). 
Reducing the issue of college enrollment and its achievement to economical 
resources oversimplifies the issue. Perna (2006) mentions that, “Despite the substantial 
investment in student financial aid by the Federal government and other entities… racial 
ethnic group gaps in college enrollment remains” (p. 55). Furthermore, if other barriers 
are not considered, making more money available without any other consideration could 
increase the gap. For instance, those who already know how the system works could take 
advantage of the resources more than those who are already struggling to get into college. 
Instead, it would be more promising to use a holistic approach that includes social and 
cultural capital in addition to economical resources to analyze college decision processes. 
Social and cultural capital theory prevents us from focusing on solely economic capital 
and purposefully suggests that there are other elements that go beyond income and are 
critical in this process.  
 
Cultural Capital Research 
The cultural capital theory focuses on how social class hierarchy is reproduced in 
the educational system, as Wells (2009) posits, “If those that are privileged and therefore 
amass the most social and cultural capital… are more likely to attain a college degree, 
then the social hierarchy is effectively reproduced via higher education” (p. 104). 
Scholars have used this theory to explain how minority groups access and persists in the 
educational system. Research in cultural capital is extensive; however, the scope of this 




persistence, how cultural capital improves the understanding of familial background 
beyond its social economic status, and how cultural capital has been measured in prior 
studies.  
Using the National Educational Longitudinal Study (NELS), Perna (2000) and 
Wells (2009) established several indicators of cultural capital. Both use high school 
quality, defined as the percentage of its students who attend college after graduation, and 
parent’s level of education. In addition, each researcher used indicators such as 
desegregation in schools or familial resources to account for social and cultural capital. 
After comparing different ethnic groups, both researchers found that Hispanics have 
lower levels of social and cultural capital. 
Proposing an econometric model that weights present cost of college with 
perceived lifetime benefits, Perna (2000) studies African American, Hispanic, and white 
students’ college enrollment decisions. She mentions that the lack of required cultural 
capital may impact student’s perception of cost and benefits for attending college, 
student’s educational aspirations, and student’s expectations about rewards for attending 
college. In her study she includes as measures of social and cultural capital, 
desegregation in schools school’s composition of ethnic groups, and parental school 
involvement. Perna found that the expectation to get an advanced degree or a bachelor’s 
degree increased significantly the probability for Hispanic students to enroll in college. 
Analyzing how students could develop expectations to enroll in college and seek a degree 
when they are attending low quality and segregated high schools is a task that Perna 
neglected in her study. She concluded that lower level of cultural capital is associated 




Unlike Perna, Wells (2009) includes the number of friends planning to attend 
college, test preparation tools, and familial resources available as indicators of cultural 
capital. Hispanics score significantly lower in all of these indicators compared to Asian 
and white students. He found that parent’s college education, number of friends planning 
to attend college, high school quality, and test preparation tools were significant 
predictors of first to second year persistence. Considering these results, the odds for 
Hispanic to persist were lower compared to Asian and white students.  
In another study that used cultural capital as the theoretical framework, 
Nonoyama (2008) analyzes the effect of familial background on student’s achievement 
across countries. The researcher’s premise is that cultural resources and familial lifestyle 
establish the intellectual climate in which children develop educational aspirations and 
goals. Nonoyama (2008) suggests, “Differences in cultural capital, thus, illustrate the 
differences in the quality of home environment between different status groups.” (p. 62). 
Comparing the effect size of standard familial social economic status (SES) 
defined as parental education and occupation, and multidimensional SES that includes 
home educational resources, cultural possessions and number of books at home in 
addition to the standard SES, Nonoyama found that the effect size of multidimensional 
SES is larger than standard SES across all countries. This finding implies that the 
inclusion of cultural capital indicators contributes to a better explanation of student 
achievement, thus “cultural resources predicted achievement over and above parental 






Cultural Capital in Qualitative Studies 
McDonough (1997) in her qualitative study at four high schools in California 
analyzed the process that the students from private and public high schools go through 
when they choose colleges. She studied the role that parents, counselors, the school as 
organization, friends and peers, and students have in this decision process. She found that 
students perceive college options under the influence of personal academic achievement, 
economic circumstances, and values. She mentions, “Given these ability, economic, and 
value constraints, a student eventually narrows down the 3,600 colleges and universities 
to a piece of opportunity structure that she believes is within her grasp” (p. 151). 
Furthermore, student’s aspirations are shaped by their familial, economic, and school 
context; it is impossible to understand them as the result of individual options.  
McDonough (1997) introduces the concept of “entitlement”, defined as, “students 
believe they are entitled to a particular kind of collegiate education based on their 
family’s and or high school’s habitus. Class socialization precedes and significantly 
shapes the formation of aspirations” (p. 152). In her conclusion, she states that the 
opportunity structure that students have differs because of their social class; those in the 
lower levels restrict their options to close small community colleges; meanwhile, those in 
the top of the social class do not restrict their options, neither geographically nor 
economically.  
 
Critics to Cultural Capital Theory 
 Understanding cultural capital as high status cultural signals that economically 
advantaged people have, Kingston (2001) argued that within the American society, due to 




other social classes could not demonstrate. Therefore, cultural capital theory can not 
explain why elites in American society perform better in school than other groups. 
Kingston (2001) states, “Cultural capital theories of academic success face an obvious 
problem. This success can be explained as the result of class-based exclusionary cultural 
practices only if there are such practices to activate, but signs of these practices are weak 
in our highly pluralistic, democratized culture” (p. 91). 
Moreover, Kingston (2001) argues that there may be a spurious correlation 
between cultural capital and school achievement, because cultural practices encompass 
other practices that have a positive effect on achievement. As an example he mentions: 
“Students who go to museums are also likely to be advantaged by, among other matters, 
intellectual ability, educationally savvy parents, and material resources” (Kingston, 2001, 
p.91,). 
Kingston concluded saying that the difference between those who achieve in 
school and those who do not is due to the presence of “learning resources”, books, 
computers, and study spaces, rather than “cultural resources”. He claims that learning 
resources are not exclusively distinctive of the American’s elite. Instead,they are often 
part of the resources of the middle class.  
It can be said that Kingston limits the conceptualization of cultural capital to 
cultural practices. He does not include in his assumption of cultural capital the knowledge 
that the elites have about how the educational system works. Furthermore, what he 
defines as learning resources are similar with other authors like Perna (2000) and Wells 
(2009) have identified as cultural capital as well. Kingston’s assumption that these 




one of the main findings that cultural capital researchers have found that differential 
access to cultural capital has an effect on student’s achievement (Perna, 2000; Wells, 
2009). 
 
Achievement Goals in College 
In order to determine what motivates students while they are in college, the 
achievement goals theory offers a model to understand those goals that drive students’ 
intentions and behaviors. Harackewicz, Barron and Elliot (1998) define achievement 
goals as, “Broadly defined, achievement goals reflect the desire to develop, attain, or 
demonstrate competence at an activity, and they can influence the way that students 
approach and experience their course work” (p.2). 
In the original formulation of achievement goals, two categories or goals were 
identified, mastery and performance goals. Students with mastery goals tend to choose 
challenging task rather than easy ones and persist more when facing difficulties. In 
contrast, students with performance goals tend to choose easier task, and their persistence 
could be less when facing adversity. Within this formulation, mastery goals are perceived 
as adaptive and desirable in students, and performance goals are maladaptive (Witkow & 
Fulgini, 2007). 
Research has shown that this perception of mastery and performance goals is not 
totally accurate (Harackewicz, Barron and Elliot, 2008). Under certain circumstances, 
performance goals may be adaptive too. In college context, which is highly competitive 
and student’s performance is essentially measured by grades, developing performance 




comparative performance, students are encouraged to assess their performance in 
comparison with their peers. As Harackewicz, Barron and Elliot (1998) suggest: 
 “These grading practices create a context in which competence is often defined in  
terms of normative comparison and relative ability. In this performance-oriented 
setting, students who adopt performance goals might actually be striving to attain 
good grades in a manner that is consistent with the classroom context, and a 
performance goal orientation might prove more adaptive than in other educational 
contexts” (p. 15). 
It would be more accurate to perceive both mastery and performance goals as 
contributing to student success in college. A desirable outcome would be that students 
could develop these two types of goals. This possibility led to the analysis of the 
relationship between these two kinds of goals. 
Harackewicz, Barron and Elliot (1998) have discussed whether mastery and 
performance goals are independent one from the other. Although both goals have been 
defined in mutually exclusive terms, they argue that both can be present at the same time. 
They state that “Although some theorists have discussed the effects of mastery and 
performance goals as if they were mutually exclusive, striving to outperform other is not 
necessarily inconsistent with trying to attain task mastery, and it should be possible for 
students to adopt both goals to varying degrees” (p. 3). 
The inclusion of two orientations within these two types of goals helps to identify 
which goals are more and less adaptive. The two by two model that Elliot proposes, in 
which both goals have the two orientations, approach and avoidance, makes a distinction 




the group or learn as much as possible, and avoid orientation which refers to perform just 
to avoid to be in the bottom of the group, or learn as minimum as necessary. Clearly, the 
last orientations of the two types of goals are less adaptive in the college context. 
Two implications can be drawn The first one is that a multi goal approach would 
be more effective in college such as Harackewicz, Barron and Elliot (1998) suggest, “The 
key to success in college may therefore stand in adopting mastery and performance goals 
rather than just one type of goal” (p. 15). And the second implication is that rather than 
assessing whether students are motivated or not, an analysis that describes which goals 
are more salient would be more effective to understand how students succeed in college. 
 
Summary 
This literature review included the role of cultural capital in college choice and 
persistence. Perna (2000) found that lower levels of cultural capital were associated with 
reduced probabilities to go to college. Along the same line Wells (2009) found that 
cultural and social capital were predictors of student’s college persistence from the first 
to second year. Nonoyama (2008) using the cultural capital as a framework compared the 
effect size of social economic status in student achievement in an international sample. 
She found that the use of a social economic status that includes measures of cultural 
capital improved the prediction of student achievement. 
Concerning achievement goals, the literature reviewed suggested that both 
mastery and performance goals are adaptive in college context, because the grading 
system, which relies heavily on group standards, demands student’s concern about their 




This interpretation differs from what previously have said that just mastery approach 












The purpose of this study was to identify whether there are differences in cultural 
capital and achievement goals between students attending a two and four-year 
educational institution. This section describes the sample studied, the instrument used, the 
procedures, and the research design. The recruitment process, instruments and procedures 
used in the research were approved by the Institutional Review Board at Oklahoma State 
University (See Appendix A). 
 
Participants 
 To participate in the study two criteria were required. First, participants were 
enrolled at Oklahoma State University (OSU) a four-year comprehensive university or at 
Tulsa Community College (TCC), a two-year college. Second, participants identified 
themselves as Hispanic. Two cases were not considered in the analysis because they were 
older than 30 years, making them not representative of the population of the population 
that the result may be generalized.  
 The researcher contacted the participants in three ways. First, the researcher 




and asked for the participation of the attendees. OSU and TCC have their own HSA, and 
they are independent one from each other. Second, the researcher contacted two TCC 
counselors who knew several Hispanic students. The counselors assisted the researcher in 
recruiting students to be part of the study. And third, the researcher contacted directly 
students known to him at OSU who were Hispanic and invited them to be part of the 
study.  
The participants who attended OSU came from the Stillwater campus; whereas 
those who attend TCC may be from two campuses, one that is located in the downtown 
area, and the other that is located in the southeast city area. The final sample contains 58 
participants, 30 females and 28 males (See table 1).  
 
Table 1 
Sample distribution by gender, age and educational institution 
 Gender (frequency) Age (in years) 
Female Male Total Mean SD 
OSU 11 18 29 21.44 3.19 
TCC 19 10 29 21.10 3.47 
Total 30 28 58 21.27 3.31 
 
Instruments 
Participants completed one survey document (Appendix B), which contained two 
instruments, the Attitude Toward Learning and Performance in College this Semester 
Scale (ATL) (Miller & Sundre, 2008) that measures achievement goals and the Cultural 




cultural capital. In addition, the survey had a section that collects demographic 
information. 
The Attitude Toward Learning and Performance in College this Semester Scale 
(ATL) 
The scale contains sixteen items and measures achievement goals that students 
have set for their coursework during the semester (Miller & Sundre, 2008). Twelve of the 
items are framed according to the 2 x 2 achievement goal model proposed by Elliot and 
McGregor (2001), three for each kind of goal, Mastery approach (3), mastery avoidance 
(3), performance approach (3), and performance avoidance (3). The remaining four items 
measure work avoidance goals. The items are answered in a scale range from 1 “Not at 
all true for me” to 7 “Very true of me”.  
The reliability coefficients reported by Miller and Sundre (2008) were: .73, .74, 
.87, and .61 for mastery approach, mastery avoidance, performance approach, and 
performance avoidance, respectively.  
 
Cultural Capital Questionnaire 
This questionnaire is based on one that Noble and Davies (2009) have proposed, 
and it contains two sections: personal cultural capital that explores the student’s personal 
cultural capital through the frequency that student’s cultural practices take place such as 
attending museums and art galleries, reading books, joining a local library; and familial 
cultural capital, that explores parent’s occupation and level of education, parent’s 
discussion topics at home, parent’s cultural practices, and the number of books at home 




capital and familial cultural capital, respectively. In addition to the items that Noble and 
Davies suggested, a section was included for educational resources that students may 
have at home, such as a dictionary, a specific place to study, a daily newspaper, 
textbooks, a calculator, computer with internet, and computer only. A third section asks 
demographic information, such as gender, age, employment situation, place of residence, 
and sources of funding for college.  
 
Concerning achievement goals, participants have a total score for each 
achievement goal: mastery approach (items: 3, 7 and 10), mastery avoidance (items: 5, 11 
and 14), performance approach (items: 1, 6 and 12), and performance avoidance (items: 
2, 8 and 15). This score was computed after adding up the individual scores that the 
participant has in every item related with a particular goal (see table 2). For example, if 
one participant scores 5, 4, and 6 in the items that measure mastery approach, the total 
score for this goal will be 15. The higher the score, the more salient this goal is for the 
participant. 
 In the case of cultural capital the procedure is different. Every subject has two 
measures of cultural capital. The first one is the personal cultural capital that were 
defined in terms of individual cultural practices such as attending museums, art galleries, 
reading books, and listening to music, among others (items: 17a*, 17b, 17c, 17d, 17e, 17f, 
17g, 17h, 17i, 19 and 21). The second measure is the familial cultural capital index. This 
index was composed by the linear combination of three indicators, parents’ level of 
education (item 28), familial cultural practices (items: 29a, 29b, 29c, 29d, 29e, 30a*, 30b, 
 





30c, 30d, 30e, 30f, 30g, 30h, 30i, 30j, 30k), and educational resources at home (31, 32a, 
32b, 32c, 32d, 32e, 32f, 32g). For example, a participant who scores 4 in parent’s level of 
education, 32 in familial educational practices, and 7 in educational resources at home 
will have a cultural capital index of 43. Cultural capital index indicators have not been 
standardized; therefore the weights of each one in the scale are unequal.  
For each one of the measures used in the study, a reliability analysis has been 
performed. Each alpha is detailed in Table 2. The coefficients are similar to those who 
were obtained by the original authors of the scale. 
 
Table 2 












Mastery Approach  .851 .73 3 21 
Mastery Avoidance  .774 .74 3 21 
Performance Approach  .868 .87 3 21 
Performance Avoidance  .821 .61 3 21 
Personal Cultural Capital 
(Personal cc) 
.653 .75 9 42 








 The researcher attended several Hispanic Student Association meetings at both 
educational institutions, in which the researcher invited students to participate in the 
study. At the meeting the researcher read the student recruitment script, followed by 
requesting the participation of those attendants who fulfilled the criteria and had not 
already taken part of the study. Participants willing to collaborate read the study 
information sheet, and if they agreed to be part of the study, they completed the 
questionnaire at the site. Those students who were contacted by their counselors were 
asked to read the study information sheet. If they agreed to participate in the study, they 
completed the questionnaire in the counselor’s office. Those students who were contacted 
personally by the researcher completed the questionnaire at a site that they previously 
agreed to meet with the researcher. 
 
Data Analysis. 
 All the surveys were imputed in a database and analysis were performed using the 
SPSS version 17.0. The statistical analysis were guided by the research questions that 
were proposed for the study: 
1.  Is there a difference in the mastery goals between students attending a two-year 
and a four-year educational institution? 
2. Is there a difference in the performance goals between students attending a two-
year and a four-year educational institution? 
3. Is there a difference in the measures of cultural capital between students attending 








The purpose of the study was to determine whether there are differences in 
motivation and cultural capital between students attending a two-year (TCC) and a four-
year (OSU) educational institution. The results presented in this section are sequentially 
organized according to the research questions. Later a description of the overall results 
and a summary of different economic indicators are presented. 
 
Research Questions 
The design that has been used in the study is non-experimental because it involves 
neither random assignation of the participants to the groups, nor manipulation of an 
independent variable.  
Research question 1 and 2: Is there a difference in the mastery and performance 
goals between students attending a two-year and a four-year educational 
institution? 
An examination of the comparison of the means in each one of the achievement 
goals is shown in Table 3. A t-test between the two groups showed that there were no 
statistical differences in the achievement goal between students attending a two- or a 





Achievement goals means by educational institution. 
Achievement goal Educational 
institution 
N Mean SD p.< 
Mastery approach OSU 28 17.93 3.80 .099 
TCC 29 19.31 2.12 
Mastery avoidance OSU 29 10.83 4.58 .740 
TCC 28 10.43 4.45 
Performance approach OSU 30 17.03 4.36 .193 
TCC 29 15.48 4.67 
Performance avoidance OSU 30 16.03 4.39 .143 
TCC 28 14.00 5.96 
 
Research question 3: Is there a difference in the measures of cultural capital 
between students attending a two-year and a four-year educational institution? 
After performing a t-test for mean differences in each one of the cultural capital 
indicators (see Table 4), only personal cultural capital (Personal cc) mean difference 
proved to be significant, t (56) = 2.15, p<.036, and a small effect size, Cohen’s d = 0.12. 
Students who attend TCC obtained a higher mean (M=24.32) than students who attend at 
OSU (M= 21.77). This difference can be understood as students at TCC participate in 







Cultural capital indicators by educational institutions 
Indicator Educational 
institution 
N Mean SD P< 
Personal cc OSU 30 21.77 4.96 .036* 
TCC 28 24.32 4.07 
Familial cc OSU 29 32.21 6.61 .426 
TCC 26 30.65 7.74 
Father level of education OSU 28 2.54 1.57 .792 
TCC 28 2.43 1.45 
Mother level of 
education 
OSU 29 2.34 1.29 .611 
TCC 28 2.18 1.16 
Educational resources OSU 28 6.57 2.66 .189 
TCC 26 7.42 1.96 
Index cc OSU 27 43.55 1.97 .829 
TCC 22 42.90 2.23 
* Difference is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed) 
Exploring in more depth, an ANOVA was run in which the independent variable 
was the campus that students were attending. Therefore, students could attend three 
different campuses: OSU-Stillvater, TCC-Metro, and TCC-Southeast campus. The 
dependent variable was the Index for cultural capital. The results show that there were 
statistical differences in the means of the three campus F (2, 46) = 5.62, p<.007. They 




After running a pos-hoc analysis, the Scheffe test for pair-wise comparisons showed that 
there was a statistical mean difference between the TCC metro (M=38.33) and TCC 
southeast (M=52.71). These results should be considered with caution because the sample 
sizes are small; therefore, they cannot be generalized to the population that they come 
from (See table 5).  
These differences may be related to differences in the neighborhood where the 
students come from. Consulting the responsible for outreach at TCC he supported this 
findings, suggesting that students who attend the southeast campus come from a suburb 
of the Tulsa area, where families are more economically advantageous. On the other 
hand, students who attend the metro campus come more often from areas that families are 
less economically privileged.  
 
Table 5 
Index cultural capital by campus 
Campus N Mean SD 
OSU-Stillwater 27 43.55 10.24 
TCC-Metro 15 38.33 8.58 
TCC-Southeast 7 52.71 7.06 
 
Descriptive analysis 
A descriptive analysis of the achievement goals is provided in Table 6. Mastery approach 
has the highest mean score; whereas, mastery avoidance has the lowest one. Performance 




slightly highest than performance avoidance. Sample size reported for each goal differs 
because some cases were not included due to missing data. 
 
 Table 6 
Achievement goals descriptive 
Achievement goal N Range Min Max M SD 
Mastery approach 57 13.00 8.00 21.00 18.63 3.11 
Mastery avoidance 57 18.00 3.00 21.00 10.63 4.48 
Performance approach 59 18.00 3.00 21.00 16.27 4.54 
Performance avoidance 58 18.00 3.00 21.00 15.05 5.26 
 
The zero order correlations among the four achievement goals are displayed in 
Table 4. The data show a significant positive correlation between performance approach 
and performance avoidance (r = .58, p<.01). This correlation indicated that those who 
score high in performance approach tend to score high in performance avoidance. This 
may occur because students could perceive as performing better than their classmates as 
similar as to perform at an acceptable level, making these two goals correlate. On the 
other hand, there was not a significant correlation between both mastery goals and 









Achievement goals zero order correlations 
Achievement Goals 1 2 3 4 
1. Mastery approach 1.00 .018 .226 .204 
2. Mastery avoidance  1.00 .157 .182 
3. Performance approach   1.00 .587* 
4. Performance avoidance    1.00 
* Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed) 
 
A descriptive analysis of the indicators of cultural capital is shown in Table 8.The 
personal cultural capital mean score is 23, which is allocated roughly to the middle point 
of the scale that runs from 9 to 51. The familial cultural capital mean is 31.47, which is 
below the middle point of the scale which is 37.5 out of the maximum possible score of 
59 and minimum possible score of 16. On average, the sample had a mean of almost 7 
educational resources at home, from a total possible of 13 resources. Father and mother’s 
level of education averaged 2.48 and 2.26, respectively, the education level ranges any 
point between a high school diploma and an associate degree (See table 5). The different 
sample size (N) for the indicators is due to the missing information that some subjects 









Cultural capital indicators descriptive 
Indicator N Range Min. Max. M SD 
Personal cc 58 19.00 14.00 33.00 23.00 4.66 
Familial cc 55 31.00 19.00 50.00 31.47 7.15 
Father’s level of education 56 5.00 .00 5.00 2.48 1.50 
Mother’s level of education 57 5.00 .00 5.00 2.26 1.22 
Educational resources 54 12.00 .00 12.00 6.98 2.37 
Index cc 49 45.00 23.00 68.00 43.26 10.26 
 
The zero order correlations among these indicators are shown in Table 9. Personal 
cultural capital and familial cultural capital are significantly correlated. This suggests that 
the personal cultural practices are associated with familial cultural practices. The factors 
that compose the cultural capital index are correlated significantly. This suggests that all 
the indicators are measuring a similar construct. There is a significant positive correlation 












Cultural capital indicators zero order correlations 
Indicator 1 2 3 4 5 6 
1. Personal cc 1.00 .363* .209 .243 .397* .413* 
2. Familial cc  1.00 .543* .443* .615* .956* 
3.Father’s level of education   1.00 .546* .374* .658* 
4. Mother’s level of education    1.00 .389* .585* 
5. Educational resources     1.00 .750* 
6. Index cc      1.00 
* Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed) 
 
Demographic Information 
Concerning demographic information, students supplied information about 
parent’s employment situation, living situation, personal employment situation, and 
sources for funding college. A Chi square analysis was performed with each variable and 
the type of institution that students were attending. This was the appropriate test due to 
the variables under analysis were categorical and not continuous.  
The chi square analysis revealed that the proportion of students who live with 
their family of origin was significantly higher for those at TCC than those who were 
attending at OSU, 2 (2, N=59) = 16.437, P<.000. Three of four students at TCC live 
with their family of origin; whereas, just one of three live with their family of origin in 





Moreover, the chi square test revealed that the proportion of students who 
reported having loans to fund college tuition was significantly higher in students 
attending OSU than students attending TCC, 2 (2, N=59) = 24.686, P<.000. Seven of ten 
students at OSU reported to have a loan to fund college, whereas just one in twenty 
students at TCC reported have a loan for the same purpose.  
 
Table 10 
Demographic indicators by educational institutions (Percentages that reported having 
these indicators) 
Indicator Educational institution 
TCC OSU 
Parents employment situation Father employed 84.0 82.8 
Mother employed 60.7 76.7 
Living situation* Family of origin 75.9 36.7 
Own family 10.3 0.0 
By themselves 13.8 63.3 
Personal employment 
situation 
Non-employed 20.7 33.3 
Part-time job 55.2 46.7 
Full-time job 24.1 20.0 
Sources for funding college Parents 41.4 46.7 
Loans* 6.9 70.0 
Self 72.4 73.3 




 Three in four OSU’s students have a mother who is employed, at TCC the 
proportion is reduced to three in five. One in three students at OSU did not report 
working at the moment they took the questionnaire, meanwhile one in five reported the 
same condition at TCC. These results suggest that the economic situation of students at 
OSU might be more advantageous than students at TCC, since a higher percentage of 
OSU students seem to have both parents employed and delaying their entrance in the 
labor force while in college. 
 
Summary of Findings 
The results did not show statistical difference in the achievement goals between 
students at a two- and a four-year college. Concerning cultural capital, students at two-
year college scored significantly higher in personal cultural capital than those students at 
a four-year college. In the case of the cultural capital index, the results did not show any 
statistically difference between the two groups. The demographic information showed 
that students at two-year college are living with their family of origin in a higher 
proportion than students at a four-year college. On the other hand, a significantly higher 
proportion of students at four-year college reported funding college with loans, while the 









The purpose of this study was to identify whether there were differences in the 
achievement goals and cultural capital between students attending a two-year or a four-
year college. This chapter summarizes the study, presents the conclusions based on the 
results and discusses implications for future research in the topic. 
 
Summary of the Study 
The study examined differences in achievement goals and cultural capital among 
Hispanics attending a two or four-year educational institution. The aim of the study was 
to determine if differences in these two variables could help to understand a better college 
choice process that Hispanics go through. In the study a sample of 58 college students ––
29 in each educational institution– were surveyed with a questionnaire that explored four 
types of achievement goals, mastery approach, mastery avoidance, performance 
approach, and performance avoidance; and two measures of cultural capital, personal 
cultural capital and a cultural capital index. Personal cultural capital refers to the 
frequency that cultural activities, such as attending museums, galleries, libraries, etc., 
take place; whereas, the cultural capital index was a composed measure that accounts for 
the familial cultural practices, the parental work situation and education, and the amount 




indicators mentioned above and comparative analyses were performed to test for 
statistical differences.  
Conclusions 
Research questions 1 and 2: Is there a difference in the Mastery goals and Performance 
goals between students attending a two-year and a four-year educational institution? 
The results showed that the differences in mastery and performance goals 
between students attending two and four year-educational institutions were not 
statistically significant. The kind of academic goals that students who attend a two-year 
college have are similar to those that students who attend a four-year college have. This 
finding do not support the idea that differences in the achievement goal could help to 
understand better the college choice process.  
Research question 3: Is there a difference in the measures of Cultural Capital between 
students attending a two-year and a four-year educational institution? 
Concerning cultural capital, differences were observed in personal cultural 
capital, but not for the cultural capital index. Personal cultural capital refers to the 
frequency that students participate in cultural activities, such as attending museums, 
galleries, reading for pleasure, etc. Students attending the two-year college scored 
significantly higher than students attending a four-year college. This might be explained 
by the fact that the community college is located in a larger city in which the cultural 
offering is more extensive.  
There was not statistical difference in the cultural capital index between the two 
and four-year colleges. However, there were statistically significant differences among 




the population that attends the two-year college is heterogeneous among their different 
campuses due to the programs offered or their locations in different areas of the city. The 
campus located in the suburb area showed to have a higher cultural capital, which at the 
same time is recognized as an area where higher income householders live. This shows 
the close relationship between cultural capital and economical resources.  
The demographic information showed that a significant higher proportion of 
students attending the four-year college reported having loans to fund college. The 
difference in the proportions of having loans to fund college raises the issue about 
whether this possibility is accessible to all students. To have a loan to fund college 
implies at least two conditions, being eligible for this financial aid and knowing how to 
and where to apply for this aid. Many Hispanics could face difficulties fulfilling these 
two conditions, as Gandara (2009) mentions. Students are not eligible for loans due to 
their immigration status, even though they have been in the country since they were 
children and graduated from a US High school. Among those who are eligible, the 
information for them about these financial resources is not readily available. O’Connor 
(2009) concluded that Hispanics know less about how to fund college because parents are 
less aware about this.   
The findings of this research show that students at two- and four-year college are 
more similar than different concerning achievement goals and cultural capital. However, 
they were drastically different in the way that they fund their post-secondary education. 
This could lead to suggest that before the cultural capital or the motivation, the 
economical resources available condition the decision of the type of institution that 




Limitations of the Study 
 One of the measures of cultural capital, the cultural capital index, was the linear 
combination of three components. The index was not weighted because these components 
were not standardized. This makes that the variance in the index was not evenly 
distributed among its components. After standardizing the components the results may be 
different to those reported in this research. 
 
Implications for Future Research 
Two lines for research are proposed after this study, one that follow the analysis 
of cultural capital between students attending two and four-year educational institutions 
and different measures of economic income are included to make an statistical control of 
the variance that can be account for the economic resources and for the cultural capital. 
The other line of research that is proposed is a predictive study in which Hispanic 
students at high school to determine the predictive role of cultural capital in the 
educational expectations that students have. The research (Perna, 2000; Wells, 2009; 
McDough; 1997) suggests that the role that cultural and social capital may be more 
critical at the high school level.  
The definition of the terms Hispanic is also a fundamental issue in future similar 
research. The broad definition that this term refers, many times makes difficult to specify 
which population it refers to. Suarez-Orozco (2002) warned about may be inaccurate to 
include under the same term a group of people with such diverse background. However, 
the frequent use of this category for public policy or other public initiatives makes 




when conclusions are withdrawn from a particular study of this population avoiding 
making overgeneralizations. Instead, the researcher should describe accurately their 
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Findings and Conclusions: The results showed that there were not statistically significant 
differences in the achievement goals. Concerning cultural capital, statistically 
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college. The cultural capital index was statistically different when students at 
different campuses where compared. Concerning demographic information, it was 
found that students at two-year college were living with their families of origin in 
a higher proportion than students at a four-year college. The source to fund 
college appeared to be different for both groups. The proportion of students that 
use loans to fund college was significantly higher in those who are attending a 
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